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We analyzed the role played by Theory of Mind in children’s ability to recognize and repair 
different kinds of communicative failures. In particular we analyzed three different kinds of 
communicative failures: failure of the expression act, communicative meaning and communicative 
effect. We administered videotaped stories where people act out a communicative failure and ToM 
tasks, to 120 children ranging in age from 3;6 to 8;6 years. The children showed a trend of 
increasing difficulty in managing the communicative failures investigated. Moreover, children's 
ToM ability is partially correlated with recognition and repair of a communicative task, however it 
is not able to explain the trend of difficulty we detected. We suggest that the factor better explaining 
such trend is the increasing complexity of the mental representations underlying the three different 
kinds of failures.  
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1972),	1980s	(Beal,	1982)	and	1990s	(Marcos,	1991;	Marcos & Kornhaber-le Chanu, 1992).	An analysis of 
some of these studies revealed that children are able to adopt different kinds of repair strategies depending 
on what kind of failure occurs, and that as they grow up, they use different forms of repair. For example, one 
of the first repair strategies used by toddlers in case of communicative failure is repetition (Golinkoff, 1986) 
a strategy that children tend to use less as they grow up (Garvey, 1984). Furthermore, Anselmi et al. (1986) 
pointed out that when a communicative failure occurs during an interaction, children aged between 1;8 and 
3;8 years tend to repeat the whole sentence when their mother responds with a neutral query (‘What?’), 
whereas when their mother asks a specific question (‘Where’s the dog?’), they accordingly provide a more 
specific answer. Along the same lines, Wilcox & Webster (1980) pointed out that between one-and-half and 
two years of age, children are able to use two different repair strategies: repetition and modification. In 
particular, they are able to modify their requests simply by repeating the same question, when the adult 
answers with a neutral query (‘What?’), whereas they reformulate their request when the adult answers with 
a simple declarative comment (‘Yes, I see it’). Marcos (1991) too showed that children of this age are able to 
reformulate a request, as a function of their mothers’ response. Moreover, by the time they are 18 months 
old, children seem to adopt the correct repair strategy according to the kind of failure that occurred: when the 
mother misunderstands, instead of refusing to accomplish the request, they use increased vocalization in 
order to clarify their request rather than simply insisting by repeating it, an ability that is not present in 
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children aged 14 months (Marcos & Kornhaber-le Chanu, 1992). More recently, on the basis of an original 
study by Shwe & Markman (1997), Grosse, Behne, Carpenter & Tomasello (2010) showed that starting from 
the age of one-and- a-half children repair their request differently according to the failure that has occurred, 




















1 For theoretical reasons Bosco, Bucciarelli & Bara (2006) used the term "expression act" instead of "literal 
meaning". For the sake of consistency we have used the same label "expression act" instead of "literal 
meaning" throughout the paper. 
2 In line with the Cognitive Pragmatics Theory (Bara, 2010), we have used the term ‘partner’ instead of the 
more conventional ‘listener’. By contrast, in the present investigation, for the sake of clarity, we have used 
the conventional term ‘speaker’ instead of ’Actor’, which is the term used in the Cognitive Pragmatics 
theory. 






























































































































3 According to the Cognitive Pragmatics theory standard communication acts are direct and indirect speech 
acts whereas irony and deceit are examples of non-standard communication acts. 








































Hypothesis 4. In recognizing a communicative failure, children will exhibit the following trend 
of difficulty, from the simplest to the most complex: failure of the communicative effect, failure of 
the expression act and failure of the speaker’s meaning. 
 
- Table 1 about here - 
	





















Repairing the failure of the speaker’s meaning: the simplest strategy consists of reformulating 
the failed move using a different utterance. As already mentioned, different linguistic formulations 
may be used to express the same move. Consider the following example, in which the speaker’s 

















To summarize: the expression act is the simplest case since it can be repaired by repeating the 
move, without reformulating the utterance; failure of the speaker’s meaning is more complex since 
it can be repaired by using an alternative communication act to perform the move; failure of the 
communicative effect is more complex to repair, as the speaker must take into account the partner’s 
private motivations. In this case, although the partner has understood the move bid by the speaker, 
he or she refuses to play the game. In line with Bosco et al. (2006) we predicted that: 
Hypothesis 5. Children will exhibit a trend of increasing difficulty in repairing a 
communicative failure, from the simplest to the most complex: expression act, speaker’s meaning 
and communicative effect. 
Hypothesis 6. Finally we wished to explore whether ToM offers an alternative explanation 
(with respect the one provided above) for the trend of increasing difficulty experienced by children 
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4	In Failure of the expressive act and Failure of the speaker’s meaning, the children were asked if the partner has understood what the speaker said. In 
Failure of the communicative effect, such a question is inappropriate because the crucial point is not the partner’s denial, and not his understanding of 
the speaker’s question. Therefore, the children were asked if the partner has done what the speaker wanted.	
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Appendix B  
Examples of correct and incorrect answers 
 
Recognition 
Answer to question C1 for all failure tasks: 
Correct answer: No 
Incorrect answer: Yes 
 
Repair 
Answer to question R1 and R2. 
 
FAILURE OF THE EXPRESSION ACT (1): 
Examples of correct answers: "She can say it again", "She could repeat it louder" 
Examples of incorrect answers: "She can offer something else, maybe a glass of water", "I don't know", "Say 
please". 
 
FAILURE OF THE SPEAKER’S MEANING (2):  
Examples of correct answers:" He should say he needs help", "He can say 'Maybe later but now, please, help 
me’". 
Examples of incorrect answers: "He should go closer", "I don't know" 
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FAILURE OF THE COMMUNICATIVE EFFECT (3):  
Examples of correct answers: "She can promise her mum that she will help her with some chores in return", 
Examples of incorrect answers: "She can repeat what she said", "She can say please", "I don't know". 
 
CONTROL TASKS 
Examples of correct answers: "Yes, He was kind and he closed the window". 
Examples of incorrect answers: "No, he didn't understand" 
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Recognition	 Discrepancy	 Inconsistencies	 Representational		
complexity	
Successful	
communicative	act	
	
No	
	
No	
	
-	
Failure	of		
Communicative	Effect	
	
Yes	
	
No	
	
+	
Failure	of		
Expression	Act	
Yes	 Yes	(move)	
	
	
++	
	
Failure	of	
Speaker’s	Meaning	
	
Yes	
	
Yes	(game)	
	
+++	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
